
Many have noted that a community that works well for children and for seniors is livable for everyone. Smart
growth strategies provide significant advantages for older adults-transportation choices, healthy environments,
affordable housing opportunities, access to services, social interaction, and more. Advocates for older adults have
traditionally focused on critical individual needs for enhancing quality of life, such as home modification strate-
gies and affordable prescription drugs. As the retirement age for the baby boom generation edges nearer, how-
ever, community-wide livability is increasingly being recognized as a more sustainable way to enhance quality of
life for more people over time.

subdivisions that shield families from other uses can
also isolate people from their daily needs.

Transportation is a sensitive issue for older people.
Many older Americans associate the decision to stop
driving with social isolation and a loss of independ-
ence. Even if people might not feel perfectly com-
fortable behind the wheel, they may be reluctant to
stop driving if they live in neighborhoods that do
not provide other options for getting around. One-
fifth of adults aged 65 and older in this country do
not drive, and of those, more than half stay home
each day, in part because of limited transportation
choices.5 In 2001, nondrivers aged 65 or over experi-
enced 15 percent fewer trips to the doctor, 59 per-
cent fewer trips for shopping and eating out, and 69
percent fewer trips for social, family, and religious
reasons than their counterparts who drove.6 Finally,
while seniors use public transit when it is available,
only half of Americans aged 65 or older have access
to public transportation for their daily use.7 As older
adults stop driving, their ability to meet their critical
daily needs is significantly reduced, placing more
pressure on public services to meet the need, partic-
ularly for lower-income seniors.

Financial security is an important concern. At
the present time, a majority of older adults enjoys
personal and financial security, social and civic con-
nectedness, and adequate housing, but a smaller
number are significantly lacking in these areas. For
example, one-third of people aged 65 and older cur-
rently lack confidence that their housing will remain
affordable as they age.8 For those who own their
own homes, rising property taxes and maintenance
costs can be a significant financial burden if they are
on a fixed income. The challenge is increased
because, as they age, many individuals require home
modifications, which can be costly.

Older adults need to remain actively engaged in
society. Adults aged 65 and older are already active

Sweeping demographic shifts over the next 25 years
will entail dramatic changes at the community level.
The percentage of older people in our society will
climb sharply over the next 25 years. After the baby-
boom generation has fully entered what is traditionally
considered retirement age, the number of adults over
the age of 65 will double in size to make up about 20
percent of our nation’s population. The frailer 85-and-
over age cohort-the fastest growing segment-will then
make up 5 percent of the nation’s population.1 These
older people have overwhelmingly and consistently
indicated a desire to remain in their own homes as
long as they can, in as independent a manner as possi-
ble.2 This phenomenon is known as “aging in place.”

Conventional urban design characteristics present
significant obstacles to older peoples’ independ-
ence and social integration. Much of the “gray-
ing” trend will be felt in communities that were
designed for young families and for people who can
drive. According to the Administration on Aging,
in 2002 half the population aged 65 and older lived
in the suburbs, with about another 27.4 percent in
central cities, and 22.6 living in nonmetropolitan
areas.3 These statistics reflect, in part, that the par-
ents of baby boomers remain in the same suburban
neighborhoods where they raised their children.

The physical and psychological changes experi-
enced during the process of aging can affect individ-
uals’ daily choices and priorities. As people age,
their mobility can decline. Disability is not unusual: in
2002, 14 percent of men and 23 percent of women
over the age of 65 were unable to walk 2-3 blocks.4

Although a big yard might once have been their pref-
erence, people who now have only limited strength
and agility find it difficult to do routine outdoor
maintenance, such as mowing the lawn. While a
large, single-family house provides valuable privacy
and space to a family, it can be a financial and physi-
cal burden for older people who are living alone on a
limited income. Likewise, large, residential S
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rent county policies on older adults. Using ARC’s Aging
in Place toolkit, they will examine transportation, hous-
ing, in-home services, zoning, infrastructure, and recre-
ational services to develop a set of recommendations on
how best to address the primary needs of older adults in
Cobb County.11 The findings will inform ARC’s work in
other Atlanta-area communities.

Community Involvement and Visioning. Futures
Festival is a model for a local intergenerational event
aimed at identifying and answering a community’s needs.
Geared toward youth and older adults, a Futures Festival
event provides an opportunity for residents and public
officials to share ideas about community development
through a variety of media such as murals, models, photo-
graphs, theater, games, and other activities. They can focus
on specific sites or address community wide concerns.12

Policy and Public Education. The City of New
Westminster, British Columbia applies a Smart Growth
Checklist to any project seeking a zoning amendment or
development permit. Developed by staff in consultation
with local architects and developers, the Checklist sug-
gests ways to include smart growth concepts and reach
stated community goals, including livability for all ages.
The Checklist includes important senior-friendly quali-
ties such as: public transportation; housing adaptability,

supporters of community and stake-
holder collaboration in a range of deci-
sions, with the vast majority (85 per-
cent) actively voting in local elections
as well as expressing their needs to
elected officials and to the police.9

Often holding positions of leadership,
they may also serve the community as
volunteers in civic or social organiza-
tions, through social activism, by con-
tributing to charity, or through their
place of employment. Nineteen per-
cent of seniors provide informal care-
giving. Where opportunities for social
engagement are lacking or inaccessible,
however, individual health and quality
of life can suffer. Social isolation can
easily result in depression and general
health decline among older adults.

Communities need to critically assess
their readiness for the “age boom.”
Today’s decisions about the built envi-
ronment will impact the quality of life
of older adults for years to come.
Without adequate preparation and
foresight, unexpected needs can chal-
lenge communities’ abilities to main-
tain quality of life for all residents.
Local government and non-profit partners need to
engage in proactive and creative problem solving to
address future community challenges and to identify 
win-win solutions.

Smart growth approaches answer many seniors’ needs.
A recent survey identified several transportation-related
issues as perceived neighborhood-level problems that can
detract from elder-livability. Examples include heavy traf-
fic, limited access to public transportation, and too few
and/or too fast traffic lights.10 Other concerns include: a
lack of affordable housing, distance from shopping, and
distance from parks. Many smart growth strategies, such
as traffic calming, public transit and walkable neighbor-
hoods, as well as mixed land use, compact building
design, infill and housing choices, address these problems.

Ideas to Consider

Planning and Coordination. The Atlanta Regional
Commission (ARC) and Cobb County, Georgia, a subur-
ban community just outside Atlanta, have partnered to
develop a comprehensive aging-in-place strategy that will
help prepare the county for its rapidly growing older
adult population. The team is educating the community
about the needs of older residents. At the same time,
ARC and Cobb County are analyzing the impact of cur-



accessibility, and affordability; pedestrian environment
and safety; and proximity to health services, shopping,
and parks.13

Smart Growth Communities...

Promote a range of housing choices to reflect their resi-
dents’ varied abilities, independence, and income. For
those who cannot find attractive, affordable housing
choices nearby, or who are already in housing that
stretches their budgets, moving to a more affordable
home may mean leaving a community altogether. The
unvaried housing stock and single-use zoning that are
common in many communities limit choices for older
people who want to remain close to family and friends
but who need less living space. To address this concern,
communities should critically evaluate zoning codes and
subdivision covenants in order to address any unintended
barriers that they may place in the way of older people
seeking appropriate housing. Existing restrictions can be
amended to permit accessory dwelling units or “granny
flats” and the subdivision of larger suburban houses into
duplexes.14 Codes can be changed to allow smaller lot
sizes, home sharing, construction of additional structures
on existing lots, and temporary elder cottages that can
increase density while providing additional options for
affordable shelter. Finally, adaptive reuse of existing struc-
tures can create additional affordable senior housing in
urban centers, where services are close by. Besides provid-
ing for older residents, these and related smart growth
strategies ensure that communities provide a variety of

housing options for the entire life cycle, so that people are
not forced to leave their communities as they age.

Facilitate access. Older adults benefit from a range of
neighborhood amenities that enable them to meet their
needs, such as: walkable sidewalks and neighborhoods,
reliable public transit, and traffic-calmed streets, among
others. In fact, as people age, they may shift mode-from
driving to transit or walking-or they may vary their
behavior to compensate for limitations. Smart growth
communities provide that freedom. Compared to the long
distances and low densities in many communities, the
attributes of smart growth communities-such as mixed
uses, compact building design, walkability, and downtown
revitalization-facilitate access to a wide variety of daily
needs with a minimal amount of driving. It is not surpris-
ing, therefore, that denser communities see nearly five
times as many older nondrivers out walking on any given
day than do areas with more dispersed land use.15 The
qualities of smart growth contribute to an enjoyable walk
in the park or a spontaneous visit with neighbors, enable
a trip to the store to be combined with several other
errands, and may even provide opportunities for afford-
able housing close to shopping or other needs.

Encourage walking as a means of transportation, social
interaction, and individual health.16 Walking is a vital
transportation option for those who do not drive.
Whether it is walking to a transit stop or to a final desti-
nation, this easy, free activity enables individuals to age
independently. It also contributes to better overall health
and psychological well-being and prevents falls and
mobility-reducing illnesses such as osteoporosis.17 Many
groups organize group walks as an opportunity for social
interaction, so walking can clearly achieve several benefits
at the same time. Walkable communities are also safer
places for children and families. Walkability requires good
street design, sidewalks, and crosswalks.

Provide a quality environment for caregivers. Those
who care for older people, including professionals and
family members, need communities where they can live in
close proximity to these older adults and still meet their
own needs. A 2001 survey found that 44 percent of adults
of the baby-boom generation are taking care of their own
families, older family members, and, increasingly, other
older adults.18 Nearly one-third of the adults in this situa-
tion-particularly Asian Americans, African Americans,
and Hispanic Americans, especially those with low
incomes-feel heavily burdened and may be experiencing
stress. Being able to live near the older adults whom they
help enables caregivers to run errands for elders or help
them with housework with a minimal commute and more
time available for their other activities.

Assist in the provision of cost-effective services. The
cost of local government and nonprofit services are affected

Common changes experienced 
as part of the aging process:1

• Reduced muscular movement and changes in posture

• Impairment of vision (including sensitivity to glare, dimin-
ished depth perception, and difficulty perceiving colors)
and hearing loss

• Loss of balance and stability

• Difficulty navigating and orienting oneself

• Impaired judgment, reaction time, and ability to interpret
changes in the environment

• Sensitivity to extreme temperatures and weather condi-
tions

• Diminished endurance

• Increased risk of chronic disease

• Increased fears related to personal safety (e.g., fear of
falling and fear of crime)

• Depression resulting from isolation, physical issues, and
loss of serotonin.

1 Deborah Howe and N. J. Chapman, Planning for an Aging Society,
Planning Advisory Service Report no. 451 (Chicago: American Planning
Association, 1994), 9-14.



by land use, housing, and transportation systems. As sen-
iors age and experience changing needs, they may need
help to orient themselves among service providers. They
may require frequent or infrequent home assistance,
including health care, property maintenance, help with
shopping, and other kinds of support. Service provision to
a broadly dispersed population is expensive and can force a
community to reduce levels of service or even drop services
altogether. Denser residential areas can enable service
providers to answer several people’s needs with less driving.
NORCs (naturally occurring retirement communities) pro-
vide particularly good opportunities for service providers—
from meals on wheels to paratransit services (or on-
demand bus service)—to deliver assistance to numerous
people at one time. Because of economies of scale, service
providers that are located close to both shopping and resi-
dences can provide a broader range of services to more
people on a regular basis. Mixed land uses also allow older
residents to address several needs in a single trip and can
facilitate social interactions in daily activities.

Provide flexible options for a diverse aging population.
To maintain older residents’ dignity, avoid costly overpro-
vision of local services, and ensure that communities are
livable for everyone, it is critical that communities recog-
nize that people experience aging in different ways.
Inclusive and elder-friendly communities enable people
to stay independent as long as possible and provide a
series of supportive services that can be combined to meet
changing individual needs in housing, transportation,
services, and shopping, as they are needed.

Conclusion

Smart growth communities enable older adults to enjoy
independent, healthy lives. As older adults make up an
increasing share of this nation’s population, and communi-
ties begin to experience shifts in priorities, smart growth
provides a holistic framework for meeting those evolving
needs while also providing a community that is livable for
all ages. Advocates for older adults and smart growth pro-
ponents should therefore work together to craft lasting
solutions on the community level. Certainly, their goals are
aligned. Hopefully, a common set of assumptions can
assist diverse community groups and local government
staff to better provide for older people’s needs, and will
encourage caregivers and advocates for older adults to
reach out to supporters of smart growth strategies.
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